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Ways leaders can support staff

by Maureen Sullivan

Every living thing seeks to create a world in 
which it can thrive. It does this by creating 
systems of relationships where all members

the system benefit from their connections. This 
movement toward organization, called self-or­
ganization in the sciences, is everywhere, from 
microbes to galaxies.. . .  Organization is a natu­
rally occurring phenomenon. The world seeks 
organization, seeks its own effectiveness. And 
so do the people in our organizations.”—Mar­
garet Wheatley “Goodbye,” Command and 
Control in Leader to Leader (Summer 1997) 

Margaret J. Wheatley is the author of Lead­
ership and the New Science and a co-founder of 
the Berkana Institute, a nonprofit research foun­
dation supporting organizational change. She 
discusses this and other views on how the prin­
ciples of new science apply to organizations and 
the experiences of the people who work in 
them.

I believe the people who work in academic 
and research libraries seek the connections, the 
relationships, and a shared understanding of 
what is and what is not important. In every one 
of these libraries, people come to work every­
day with a desire to contribute to the organiza­
tion by performing work activities that are 
meaningful to them.

I agree with Wheatley’s assertion that orga­
nization occurs from the inside out, as people 
see what needs to happen, apply their experi­
ence and perceptions to the issue, find those 
who can help them, and use their own creativ­

 o

ity to invent solutions. What can leaders in our 
libraries do to support and nurture the natural 

f inclinations staff at all levels have to take initia­
tive, to help solve complex problems, to do 
what needs to be done to deliver the best pos­
sible service to students and faculty, to find ways 
to improve work processes, and to apply their 
creative ideas to the many difficult challenges 
we face?

See the library as the organizational 
system it is
Libraries, like other organizations, are more 
than their structure, hierarchy, and reporting 
relationships. They are living organisms: com­
plex, social and technical systems in which the 
whole is composed of many parts. The parts 
are interdependent and interact with each other.

To see the whole system and to understand 
its various parts and how they interact, we must 
look beyond our individual role, our own unit 
or department and consider the interrelation­
ships and interdependencies among work units, 
work processes, and everyone who contributes 
to achieving the library’s purpose.

Recognize your leadership role and 
contribution
Everyone is a leader. Leadership is best under­
stood as a dynamic part of the organizational 
system and a process to which each of us can 
and will contribute. Seek opportunities to con­
tribute your ideas. Observe what students and
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faculty o n  your cam pus are doing. H ow  d o they 
carry ou t their w ork? H ow  m ight you  an d  you r 
co lle a g u e s  h e lp  stud ents to  learn  an d  to  assist 
stu d en ts an d  facu lty  in th eir se a rch  fo r in for­
m atio n  an d  resou rces? W h at e x p e r ie n c e s  and  
b e st p ractices ca n  you  sh are w ith  oth ers in th e 
p rofession ? W h at co n tribu tion s c a n  y ou  m ake 
to  th e  im p rov em en t o f  learn in g  an d  th e  qu a l­
ity o f  life  in th e  ca m p u s com m un ity?

B e lie ve  in th e  p eo p le  w ith  w ho m  
you  w o rk
As h u m an  b e in g s, w e  all h av e  th e  cap acity  to  
co n tribu te  b e y o n d  w h at o u r p o sition  d escrip ­
tions and  current organizational ro les d em and. 
E a ch  o f  us h a s  a n  in h eren t d esire  to  a ch iev e . 
Learn w hat m otivates you and  you r co lleagues. 
D isc o v e r  th e  h id d en  ta len ts an d  real in terests 
o f  you r co lleag u es . D ev e lo p  an d  nurture trust 
in y ou r relationships. R eco g n ize  th e  co n trib u ­
tions an d  ach iev em en ts o f  others.

A ccept change as a n atural and  
im portant p art o f o rg an izatio n al life
O rg an ization s an d  th e  ind iv id uals w h o  w ork  
in th em  are  in  a co n tin u a l p ro c e ss  o f  ch an g e . 
Y e t, w e  o fte n  se e  c h a n g e  as so m eth in g  to  b e  
av o id ed  o r  c o n tro lled  in  so m e  w ay. O n c e  w e 
reco g n ize  ch a n g e  as a natural an d  critical p ro ­
cess for grow th and  developm ent, w e can  focus 
o n  h o w  to  he lp  ev eryon e to  accep t ch an g e as a 
w ay o f  life. This acceptan ce o f  ch ange then frees 
e v e ry o n e  to  fin d  th e  w o rk  that is m ean in g fu l 
and  h as value fo r th e com m u n ity  served.

Attend the 1999 President's Program

M argaret J .  W h eatley , co -fo u n d er o f  the 
B erkana Institute, a nonprofit research  foun­
dation supporting organizational change, will 
g iv e  th e  k e y n o te  ad d re ss  at th e  ACRL 
P resid ent’s Program  in N ew  O rlean s. T h e  
p ro g ram  w ill b e  h e ld  in th e  N ew  O rlean s 
C o n v e n tio n  C en ter, 2 :0 0 - 4 :0 0  p .m ., o n  
M onday, Ju n e  28, 1999- W h eatley  is an  e n ­
gaging and  dynam ic sp e ak er w h o  will he lp  
us exp lo re h o w  w e can  recognize acad em ic 
and research  libraries as self-organizing sys­
tem s. Sh e  w ill o ffer id eas abo u t h o w  librar­
ies can  b e co m e effective organizations; how  
librarians ca n  b e c o m e  m ore  e ffectiv e  lead ­
ers; an d  h o w  all o f  u s c a n  learn  to  thrive in 
th e ev er-ch an gin g  w orld in w h ich  w e  live.

Focus on p erso n a l chan g e
T a k e  tim e to  a ssess you r strengths and  to  iden­
tify areas for y ou r d ev elo p m en t. Id entify  w h at 
you  d o w ell and w hat you enjoy. Prepare a per­
so n a l m issio n  an d  v isio n  sta tem en t to  clarify  
you r purp o se , goals, and  desired changes. C on­
sider you r feelings and  attitude tow ard ch ange. 
D isc o v e r  th e  b e n e fits  o f  e m b ra c in g  ch a n g e  
ra th er th an  fearin g  it. S e e k  su p p ort from  o th ­
ers as you pursue your personal plan for change.

Prep are  to  chan g e  th e  
o rg an iza tio n a l sy ste m s
T h e  w o rk  w e  p erfo rm  h as c h a n g e d  signifi­
cantly . T e ch n o lo g y  an d  integrated  library sys­
tem s; ch an g in g  n e ed s an d  exp e cta tio n s o f  stu­
d en ts, facu lty , an d  ad m inistrators; ch a n g e s  in 
scholarly and  com m ercial publications; increas­
ing costs; th e  availability o f  inform ation in n ew  
formats; the global econom y: these are but som e 
o f  th e  fo rc e s  that h av e  led  to  fu n d am en tal 
ch a n g e s  in th e  w o rk  w e  d o  an d  th e  w ay s in 
w h ich  w e  perform  this w ork.

W h e atley  to  sp eak  a t  A CR L  
P re sid e n t's  Program
Spend an afternoon with Margaret W heatley, the 
k ey n o te  sp e ak er at this year’s ACRL P resid ent’s 
Program . See sidebar for details. ■
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